When you live next door…Being neighbours to First Nations

 By Tom Bomhof

I was at a Classis BCNW meeting in a session on social justice issues.  One issue that really hit home for me was the First Nations referendum question here in B.C.  We were asked how the churches should respond to the questions the government was asking us.  What do First Nations think of all of this and how can the church be involved?  I thought about that question and wondered how I could learn more about how the referendum will affect First Nations people. 

Since I lived almost next door to the Kwaykwitlum First Nation, I thought I should ask the chief of this small reserve what he thought.  Jesus calls us to love our neighbour, and I wondered what my neighbour thought of the referendum process.  I wanted to communicate to them that the church takes an interest in what affects them.  I knew that the church has had an often painful relationship with First Nations, and wanted to take a positive role. When I met with Chief Joe and his brother they told me they were not participating in the treaty process at all, and that the referendum wasn't really an issue they needed to address.  I asked them what they would advise me to do, but they really didn't have any advice other than do what you think is right.  I was a little disappointed with their answer, and received some excellent information from CPJ and other sources. 

I used this information in my role as pastor of Mundy Park Christian Fellowship.  I regularly prayed for the referendum, as well as for the Kwaykwitlum band.  I made information available to the congregation and encouraged them to read it.  I also emailed a number of members with as much information as I could.  I think it is important for God's people to vote intelligently, and getting as much information as possible to my members was part of that. 

My experience with the chief of the Kwaykwitlum band was short, but meaningful.  They told me all about their first nation and their history.  I received a book on the history of the Coquitlam River, and learned how it was dammed for hydro-electric power.  The dam totally ruined the salmon runs that had supplied the Kwaykwitlum nation with food for centuries.  They invited me to participate in a carving class they taught.  They offered to come to our church to make a cultural presentation.  Since I am no longer the pastor of the Coquitlam church, I will not have the opportunity to follow up on their offer.
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